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Every 4 years preceding the Olympic Games, a lighted torch is
passed from person to person, city to city, country to country,
until finally it is used to light the Olympic Flame in the host
city. It inspires all of us as a symbol of friendly international
competition, a time when countries and people can put aside
ethnic, economic, religious, and political differences and watch
the superb performances of talented olympic athletes. The
torch is also a symbol of the history and continuity of the
Olympic Games—a proud tradition of athletic accomplish-
ments.
In a real sense, there is another passing of the torch that
occurs in academic medicine each July 1, as new interns and
fellows begin their clinical training. Having been on our
cardiology service during this time, it is heartening to observe
what happens. The new interns, recent graduates of medical
school, are extremely anxious about caring for critically ill
cardiac patients with severe heart failure, serious arrhythmias,
acute myocardial infarction, etc. It is heartwarming to see how
the senior residents do everything they can to facilitate the
transition. They spend extra time teaching and nurturing, fully
remembering their own experience (as we do) of becoming a
new intern. As an attending, I also soften my questions, and
provide more explanation and discussion about medical deci-
sions to help them in this, the steepest learning curve of their
medical career. It is clear that they appreciate and will
remember this extra attention as they prepare to become the
new teachers next July 1.
A similar experience occurs with new cardiology fellows.
Although they have completed their internal medicine train-
ing, they are still apprehensive about doing catheterizations,
performing and interpreting a middle-of-the-night echo, diag-
nosing a complex arrhythmia, etc. It is also heartening to see
the extra attention given them by senior fellows and cardiology
faculty. They truly become one of us as we train and nurture
them through their fellowship. At the end we express pride in
them as one of the products of our training program.
I suspect that every physician who reads this column will
recognize and empathize with this process, which was such an
important milestone in our own medical careers. The passing
of the torch is a process we embrace as an integral part of our
profession. The first ACC Conference on Ethics noted that one
of the four responsibilities of the profession of medicine is to
maintain and transmit knowledge.
“ . . . a profession is the keeper of a body of knowledge, a
portion of which comes from experience. It is responsible for
advancing that knowledge and passing it on to the next
generation” (1).
All of us understand and identify with this “passing of the
torch” to the next generation, with a warmth and collegiality
that are a credit to our profession. With that image clearly in
our minds, we must recognize that something has gone wrong
with many physicians these days. The intense competition, lack
of collegiality, and poor interpersonal relations characterize
some of us. We all understand that times are more difficult,
reimbursement is declining, and paperwork threatens to bury
us. But, are we so tied to money that collegiality suffers as a
consequence? I hope not, but I fear that “bottom-line mental-
ity” is worsening interpersonal physician interactions. For
those of you who recognize some element of this change in
yourself, I hope you will ponder how this feeling is closely tied
to the commercialization of medicine. Instead, let’s remember
and mimic those feelings and attitudes of “the passing of the
torch.” They ennoble us far more than a few extra dollars
earned by sacrificing professional collegiality—one of the best
traditions of our profession. Don’t let the torch go out.
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